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Hancox ( 1 988) recent! y reported that wear on the upper mo lars, lower first 
molars and lower incisors of Eurasian badgers (Meles meles) can be used to 
differentiate four age classes : Nil and Slight tooth wear, 1 -3 years ; Moderate, 
Marked and Very Marked tooth wear, 3-5,  5- 1 0  and 10- 1 5  years (maximum age 
of badgers), respectively . Tooth wear was defined as wear of the cusps on the 
upper surface of the teeth . The significance of this finding is that such a technique 
would be inval ua ble as a method of age determination of live bad gers in the field, 
itself a prerequisite to answering many theoretically important questions about 
their socio-ecology. However, we doubt that Hancox's results can be generalized. 
As part of an ongoing study of the social organization of Eurasian badgers 
in Wytham Woods, Oxfordshire (UK), we have compared Hancox's tooth-wear 
criteria to the tooth wear of known-age animais. Badgers were trapped in 1 987 
and 1 988 ,  allowing individuals that were trapped in 1 987 as cubs (animais in their 
first year ; cubs were easi1y identified because of their small body size) and 
re-caught in 1 988  to be identified as yearlings in 1 988 .  Badgers caught as non-cubs 
(yearlings or older) in 1 987 were considered adults (badgers in their third year or 
older) in 1 988 .  Frequency histograms of tooth wear from these badgers show 
considerable overlap between known-age groups (Fig. 1 ). Th us, tooth wear in our
population could not be used to distinguish these age groups with a high degree 
of certainty. The on! y information about age contained in these data is that ( 1 )  Nil 
tooth wear indicates cubs, (2) Marked wear indicates badgers in their second year 
or older, and (3) Very Marked wear indicates individuals in their third year or 
older. Our results contrast further with those of Hancox in that ( 1 )  our cubs may 
exhibit Moderate tooth wear, a degree of wear restricted to the 3 to 5-year age 
class in Hancox's study, and (2) badgers in their second year exhibited Marked 
wear, the criterion for the 5 to 1 0-year age class in Hancox's results . It may be 
possible to identify a further age group in our population by Very Marked tooth 
wear - this category could represent badgers anywhere from their fourth year 
and older - but our sample is inadequate to demonstrate this .  Such a technique 
as assessing tooth wear is prone to error due to subjectivity and differences 
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between observers, but we fee! that any such errors cannot account for the 
differences between our and Hancox's results. Thus, unlike Hancox, we did not 
observe any tooth-wear criterion that corresponded to discrete age groups. 
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"Figure 1. - Frequency histograms of tooth wear for known-age badgers. Tooth-wear categories are 
from Hancox ( 1 988). « V. Marked » is « Very Marked » .  
Harris & Cresswell ( 1 987) studying badgers living in the suburbs of Bristol
(UK), found from known-age material that they could only distinguish between 
cubs, yearlings and animais in their third year or older. The greater utility of tooth 
wear in the Bristol study, as compared with the Wytham study, may be explained 
by a greater rate of tooth wear in the Wytham population. Fruit and scavenged 
items form a large proportion of the diet of the Bristol badgers (Harris, 1 982), 
whereas Wytham badgers feed mainly on earthworms (Kruuk, 1 978) whose 
276 
intestines con tain calcareous grit sand characterisic of the area. The ingestion of 
sand by Wytham badgers may hasten tooth wear to such an extent that differences 
in tooth wear (as defined by Hancox) between age groups are diminished. Other 
researchers using similar tooth-wear criteria on known-age badgers (van Bree et 
al. , 1 974 ; C.  Cheeseman, pers. comm.) have also reported limited usefulness of 
this method. Perhaps a criterion other than wear on the upper surface of teeth, 
such as a measure of crown height, might be more useful as a method of age 
determination in the field . 
The discrepancy between Hancox's results and those presented here and 
reported by others using known-age material is possibly due to the fact that his 
sample had mixed origins. The sources for his material included skeletal remains 
from soi! heaps outside sett entrances in the Wytham Estate, and material from 
elsewhere in sou the rn England and from various European museums, « . . .  indu­
ding sorne known age [sic] material » . Hancox does not specify the size or 
composition of his sample of known-age material . We con elude that geographical 
differences in the diet of badgers are likely to invalidate extrapolations of 
Hancox's criteria to different populations of badgers, and that within populations 
where earthworms are the staple diet, the process of tooth wear is accelerated to 
such an extent that it becomes unreliable as an indicator of the age of adult 
bad gers . 
SUMMARY 
A recent report shows that tooth wear in Eurasian badgers can be used to 
differentiate four age classes (Hancox, 1 988) .  However, data from known-age 
badgers in Wytham Woods, Oxfordshire (UK), show that the tooth-wear criteria 
of Hancox cannot be used reliably to age badgers from that population. This 
discrepancy may arise because badgers living on different diets have markedly 
different rates of tooth wear. Since such differences in diet are quite common 
between populations, and since tooth wear can be sufficiently rapid that sorne 
yearling badgers have heavily worn teeth, we conclude that the technique is 
unlikely to be of general application. 
RÉSUMÉ 
Une note récente a montré que l'usure des dents chez les blaireaux pouvait 
être utilisée pour distinguer quatre classes d'âge (Hancox, 1 988) .  Cependant, 
l 'observation de blaireaux d'âges connus à Wytham, Oxfordshire (UK), montre 
que le critère d'usure des dents n'est pas une mesure fiable de l'âge des blaireaux 
de cette population. Cette divergence de résultats est peut-être due au fait que des 
régimes alimentaires variés entraînent des taux d'usure manifestement différents . 
Puisque de telles différences de régime alimentaire sont chose commune entre 
différentes populations, et puisque le taux d'usure peut être suffisamment rapide 
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pour que des jeunes d'un an possèdent des dents dont l'usure est prononcée, nous 
concluons que cette technique n'est probablement pas d'application générale . 
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